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Sense Making Through Narrative:  A Carer’s Experience and the Relevance for Social Work.






This article focuses on the field of adoption to illustrate how an interpretative methodological approach to a single extract of research text can suggest diverse ways of making sense of an adoptive parent’s experience.  We seek to demonstrate an approach to understanding text as narrative using a short extract from a long interview with an adoptive mother. Our analysis of this fragment sets out to show the richness, complexity and ambiguities of the respondent’s experience as they are expressed in her words. An argument is briefly presented for the utility of this approach for social work practitioners working in the area of adoption and fostering, and, by implication, in other areas of social work.
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“All happy families resemble each other; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way” (Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (1877)


The use of adoption as a permanent outcome for looked after children received a great boost in the passing of the Adoption and Children Act 2002 which was the culmination of a decade of professional and government debate about the way forward for adoption in the UK.  As a result, adoption currently has a profile higher than it has had for many years as a preferred placement outcome for increasing numbers of ‘looked after’ children (Horton 2004:112). At the same time, provisions in the Act have required local authorities to begin providing support services as a practical recognition that unless current and future adopters are more fully supported in looking after these children, then the drive to meet government targets (2000-2006) for more Adoption Orders may simply result in more children returning to the care system when unsupported placements break down. 
The promotion of adoption as the permanence option for ‘looked after’ children by politicians, policy makers and professionals was informed by a number of pieces of research (many begun in the mid 1990s). These showed a complex picture of the issues involved in placing and sustaining children in ‘permanent’ placements (e.g. Lowe N. et al., 1999; Quinton D. et al., 1998; Howe, D., 1998; DoH, 1999; Rushton and Dance, 2004; DCSF, 2004-08).  Professionals and policy makers are interested in answering the question of ‘what works’ for children in permanent placements. To throw light on this question, most research in the adoption field focuses its attention on ‘outcome’ issues. There is an interest in the characteristics of the children placed, in the attributes of placement families, and the ‘measures’ that indicate how the children appear to be ‘progressing’ over certain periods of time.  This research literature constitutes a core body of knowledge within which current understandings are framed about the effectiveness, or otherwise, of the adoption process.  The purpose and benefit of this research is that it gives policy makers and students of adoption a broad picture of the state of adoption practice and policy in England and Wales. Less clear is whether aspects of this body of knowledge actually provides a sharp-enough lens on the peculiar puzzles and complexities of adoptive families’ lived experiences, and therefore on the difficulties confronting adoption practitioners in supporting these families.
One view of social work that has been advocated in recent years is that it is more a ‘practical-moral’ activity than a ‘rational-technical’ one (Parton, 2000; Parton & O’Byrne, 2000; Jordan, 1998; Webb, 2001). It is claimed that social work has to deal with “real-world problems (that) do not come well-formed but, on the contrary, present themselves as messy and indeterminate” (Parton, 2000:453). Parton argues that since social workers “work with ordinary people in their ‘natural’ settings, using the informality of their methods as a means of negotiating solutions to problems rather than imposing them …… [they] should pay close attention to individuals’ own understandings of their needs, and to the informal processes by which they co-operate together”.  This requires of practitioners a greater awareness and concentration upon the narratives that service users tell and on the language in which those narratives are related. Here we want to explore the idea of a complementary research paradigm that speaks to the ambiguity, complexity and uncertainty inherent in the situations that social work in the adoption field faces. 
We approach this topic by adopting a general interpretivist methodology (Fay, 1996; Schwandt, 2001) to explore the ways in which this method can illuminate aspects of the adoption experience that are often hidden from the public gaze. An interpretivist methodology requires concentrated attention to be paid to respondents’ words. However, it is not, thereby, “a special method of entry to the social world peculiar to the social sciences, but is the ontological condition of human society as it is produced and reproduced by its members” (Giddens, 1976:92; in Outhwaite, 1987: 68). 
That said, however, in this approach a more than usually intense act of attention is needed in order to grasp “the intentionality of human action” (Atkinson and Housley, 2003: 53), an act which has been aptly described by Clough and Nutbrown (2002) as “radical listening” (82); a stance “which has the characteristics of honesty and integrity” and the fundamental purpose of which “is faithful interpretation of what is heard”. In turn, this requires that the research act be seen as a social encounter, and that Oakley’s strictures against the “mystification of objectivity” be observed, in order that “the mythology of hygienic research … be replaced by the recognition that personal involvement … is the condition under which people come to know each other” (Oakley, 1993: 58; in Clough and Nutbrown, op.cit.: 68; see also Reid et al, 2005). 
Of course, radical listening needs an appropriate method and, in the absence of the possibility of doing an ethnographic study, loosely structured interviews were used to generate  “thick description” (Geertz, 1973: 5-13) of this aspect of the adoption process; the resulting texts being treated as narratives.

Polkinghorne (1988) observes that the term ‘narrative’ and the term ‘story’ are equivalents, and that story-telling/narrative-making involves the construction of experience rather than being a report on or an adornment of experience. He follows Bruner (1986:17) in asserting that narrative understanding is “one of two basic intelligences or modes of cognitive functioning”, contrasting with the logico-scientific approach and “is of particular importance for understanding human activity”. A complex of events is woven into a single story, using abductive reasoning (Pierce, 1955, cited in Polkinghorne, 1988:19) by means of which a narrative is constructed which “explains by clarifying the significance of events that have occurred on the basis of the outcome that has followed” (ibid.:21), its “special subject matter” being “the ‘vicissitudes of human intentions’ … the changing directions and goals of human action” (ibid.:17-18). 

Finally, Polkinghorne observes that story telling has three aspects: first, “the presentation of the original story to personal awareness” (1988:21-22); that is, the story which the actor tells her/himself in the process of ‘making meaning’. Second comes the “representation of the experience in a language message directed to others” (22) – for example, the stories told to us by the adoptive parents in the interviews. And, third, there is “the reception – including interpretation and understanding - of a story by hearing or reading” (Polkinghorne, 1988:21-22); here, our understanding of the respondents’ stories during the interviews themselves, in the transcription of the interviews, and in the analysis of these transcriptions.

An adoptive mother’s story





I. ……I’ll stay with J and the family – what are your hopes and fears for the future? – and have these hopes and fears changed?
R. – Well, I think that our hopes for her were always, y’know, go to school, go to college – er – we always said things like, you know, ‘You can go to university if you want’, you know, ‘education gives you choices’ – duh-duh-duh-duh – and all that – she has a gift for working with young children – she really, really, really does, she’s excell - isn’t she? – she’s very, very good with them, so I think I hoped that she’d, maybe, do something in that line, y’know, for her – and my hope is still that – um – that she’ll be happy. 
But our fears – and they’ve turned to fears – and I think, really, that you’re not thinking too much about your expectations, because they’re pretty much of any parent, maybe, but as she’s started to kick off, the fears become – you start doing it by milestones: ‘Oh God, if I can get her to 16 and she’s not pregnant and she’s not under a bus’ – and you get her to 16, ‘I’ve got to get her to 18’ – erm – and you do it, you do it in milestones – I mean, really, getting her to 14 (…?), getting her to 15 was pretty good – erm – that I fear – I went through such a time, I was quite, quite convinced, with the drugs and everything that, one night, the phone call’s going to be that that was it, she’d gone – that she’d, she’d taken an overdose, accident- - ‘cos I don’t believe – like most mothers – that Jo will ever get pregnant on purpose – I can’t explain why I think that, but I don’t –
I.- mmm – 
R. – so, therefore, it would be accidental –erm – but, heck, you know, I think it would be disastrous - ‘cos I think the cycle would be repeated again –
I.-  mmm - 
R. – but drugs was my biggest, biggest fear, it really was and, you know, there were – I remember going to bed and playing over the scenario – the police coming to the door, and she’s gone. So that’s my fear – or was. Now I feel that we get her to 18 – still don’t want her to get pregnant and, really, I suppose, all I hope for now is that she gets some kind of job and – and is happy – is able to, to be in a steady relationship, and maintain a relationship – maintain because, I mean, you know, maybe they can’t – erm – and be happy ………
[short gap in tape]
but that doesn’t mean that she has to – be like us – just, just, you know, but, in the  – we’ve got to accept – my brother told me ‘You plant an acorn, you get an oak-tree’, right? ‘Now’, he says, ‘you might be able to do a bit of that, but, in the end, you get what you get and that’s it’. And, really, that, that’s quite true isn’t it?
I. – You said there were expectations. What do you mean by that?
R. – Well, you lower them in the – may be that’s not the right word – but you lower them in the fact that I would have liked her to have – er – I don’t know – left home – in the proper way?, y’know – you tend to accept everything – I would have liked her to have left home like normal kids do – albeit to go and share a flat or shack up with a boyfriend or just to get her own way – what ever – it doesn’t matter – you have to (inaudible). She may very well – I also accept – although I keep nagging on about getting a job, she may very well not, so, again, you’re lowering your expectations  - but she probably will spend a lot of time living on benefit – erm – and the fact that you can’t also think that you’ll have a daughter-mother relationship the normal way with grown children and, you know, I think J’s life will always be like this – she’ll always be in my life – I’m quite committed about that – I don’t think we’ll ever lose her –
I. – mmm -
R. – but they’re not the expectations you start out with –
I. – So you’ve had to make a lot of adjustments? -
R. – Oh, I think so – and you get angry – I think this is the biggest – I always feel we are – having to accept whatever they do because – given the way they are becau – we, we can’t change it. We can’t, y’know – I’m not saying that very well, but I know what I mean – it’s almost like being grateful, all the time, for a little – d’you know what I mean? – we can’t, we have to accept – I don’t want to say second best – I don’t see it as second best – but it, you know, we’ve just got to accept, all the time, no matter what she’s done – she’s stolen, and I dunno, we’ve had to accept it –
I. – mmm -
R. – because it was either that, or cut her out. So you might not condone it, but you do have to accept and live on – does that make sense? I know what I’m trying to say, I know what I’m trying to say …
I. - hm hm …….

Our transcription attempts to retain sufficient accuracy in the style and tone of the speech acts of the respondent to be “good enough for the purpose at hand” (Cameron, 2001:39)(1).
The themes which are now explored are designed to illustrate the possibilities which arise from the use of this interpretative method. The first of these relates to the form of R’s account as a narrative or story (Polkinghorne, 1988). She tells, in a greatly abridged way, the story of her experience of parenting her daughter up to the time of the interview. We draw attention to this fact because, “although narrative is the primary way through which humans organise their experiences into temporarily meaningful episodes” (Richardson, 1990: 21), it habitually goes unremarked as a key feature of everyday interaction: its ubiquity renders it invisible. R’s account here constitutes a narrative because, unlike a serial description, it contains the basic constituents of the fundamental story form which “remain relatively invariant in spite of gross differences in content from story to story” (Mandler, 1983: 38, cited in Polkinghorne, 1988: 111): that is, setting; opening episodes; subsequent sequential episodes; ending portion. However, if the constituents themselves do not vary, their sequencing inevitably will, given the free-flowing creativity of story-telling and the situated nature of narrative. Due to the “plasticity” of form (Gabriel, in Grant et al., 1998:85) ”stories hardly ever feature as integrated pieces of narrative with a full plot and a full list of characters; instead, they exist in a state of continuous flux, fragments, and allusions” (Boje, 1991; cited by Gabriel, in Grant et al, 1998:95). This flux, these fragments, and these allusions can clearly be seen in the hesitations, retractions, and diversions which the transcription has preserved in the written text.

In the excerpt, this plasticity of form is enhanced by a feature which further stresses the narrative character of R’s account; that is, she inserts fragments of other, related stories into the main story. Thus, the two vignettes which are offered in ll.15-17 (concerning R’s fear of a phone call telling her that her daughter has overdosed) and in ll.24-25 (telling of R’s dread of the police coming to her door to tell her of her daughter’s death) dramatise, personalise and concretise fears which are otherwise described in a more general, less personal way. Each of these vignettes consists of an ending portion of a story, the whole of which, although it is no more than implied, is not difficult for an audience to reconstruct. That is, these story fragments are each ‘nested’ (Gergen and Gergen, in Hinchman and Hinchman,1997:171-2) in the longer story which is told in the full excerpt. In turn, this longer narrative (the journey of changing expectations) is nested in the story which is told in the interview as a whole . And we are able, as audience, to understand the complexity of form which results from this nesting via a process of reasoning which is similarly complex. While it is the case that we can make some sense of a nested narrative on its own, a fuller understanding can be gained by reading it in the context of its containing narrative. However, a full understanding of this containing narrative is only gained via some reference to each nested narrative – a process of simultaneously interpreting the whole by reference to its parts and these parts by reference to the whole. This constitutes the hermeneutic circle (Alvesson and Skőldberg, 2000:Ch.3; (West, 1996:84-87); Smith, 1998:161; Richardson & Fowers, 1997:281-283; Polkinghorne, 1988:52-53; Fay, 1996: 142-147).

One final point concerning the narrative character of this excerpt is that story-telling employs a range of tones and that ‘the same story’ may be told in different tones and, thus, has different imports (Antaki, 1994:96). Further, Wallemacq and Sims write that “people emplot themselves in stories. They give themselves characters and may tell their stories as comedies, romances, tragedies or ironies”, adding that “the form of emplotment they choose will have a clear effect on the type of sense that they make” (in Grant et al, 1998:123). Given that hybrid forms of these four basic narrative types are perfectly possible, our understanding of R’s story of disappointed hopes and unrealised human potential is sharpened when we recognise it as an example of an ironic tragedy.

We have so far been considering the ways in which narrative form serves to help the audience to interpret a text, whether spoken or written. Our focus now turns to the content of this narrative. 

A major theme emerging from this adoptive mother’s exploration of her expectations about her daughter’s future is the tension she expresses of, on the one hand, having the hopes and fears of any ‘normal’ parent, and, on the other, having to adjust these expectations in the light of the reality of her daughter’s circumstances. The working out of this tension in the passage reveals some interesting interpretations concerning R’s sense of identity as a parent and her presentation of that identity to others.
In the first part of the excerpt R demonstrates her aspiration to create an ‘ordinary’ family that has ordinary ambitions for their child: Well, I think that our hopes for her were always, y’know, go to school, go to college – er – we always said things like, you know, ‘You can go to university if you want’, you know, ‘education gives you choices’– duh-duh-duh-duh – and all that – [ll.3-5].
The final phrase conveys a message that with ‘education’ a child has a future and some control over her life, with the chance of becoming economically independent. Hence, we are given a picture of a perceived ‘normal’ journey in which ‘ordinary’ parenting sets a child on a life path of a series of socially recognised and approved stages. 
But, even if university is not an option, there are other respectable options: a gift for working with young children,… so I think I hoped that she’d, maybe (our emphasis), do something in that line, y’know, for her – and my hope is still that – um- that she’ll be happy [ll.5-8].  Here, R reconstructs a mindset she no longer has – as if, with hindsight, this was wishful thinking. She had the real expectation of having a ‘normal, average’ family where, even if the parent’s hopes are not wholly fulfilled, nonetheless the child gets a job of their own choosing and is “happy”.  These are the hopes of “pretty much … any parent” [l.10]. 
Why does R seem so keen to present and be associated with the hopes and expectations of an ‘ordinary’ parent? To identify what is at issue here, Goffman’s notion of ‘face’ is useful: – “a kind of social standing or esteem which every individual claims for her or himself and wants others to respect” (Cameron, 2001: 79-81; see also Goffman, 1967:5). R, we suggest, is concerned with ‘positive face’ (Brown and Levison, 1987), that is, to present to herself, as much as to others, that she is a responsible, caring parent.
However, this is more than a staging of an image for public consumption. Her belief in herself as a normally competent parent, we suggest, is central to her sense of self. It seems reasonable to believe that most people who are parents wish to think of themselves, and to be thought of, as competent.  It also seems reasonable to suppose that the issue of ‘competent parenting’ is one which is experienced in a particularly acute way by an adoptive parent. In a society where there is a powerful social expectation, official and lay, that birth parents will ‘naturally’ love and competently care for their children, an adoptive mother who has not given birth ‘naturally’ is under considerable internal and social pressure to ‘prove’ that she can parent as least as competently as the ‘average’ natural parent. Hence, R has a big stake in persuasively demonstrating, to herself and to ‘the world’, that she is a ‘normal’, competent, loving parent. 
And a central strand of this demonstrated competence is the strong sense of child-centredness in R’s expectations. She does not present herself as a parent who wishes to live her life through her child’s achievements: she emphasises the desire to see her daughter “happy”. But the expectation and hope of belonging to the community of ordinary families, gives way to the reality of becoming a marginalised parent -“But our fears – and they have turned to fears -” [l.9] . The belief recedes that she can inhabit the “happy land” (Waterhouse, 1968) of run-of-the-mill parenting. However, even as she painfully constructs her understandings of what has happened to her daughter and to her family she is also determined to show that she has done and is doing her best as a competent parent: ”she’ll always be in my life – I’m quite committed about that” [ll. 45-46]. 
The way R tells her story conveys a picture of a parent deeply reflecting on past events to make sense of confounded expectations; and central to this process of parental sense-making is the metaphor of the ‘milestone’. By means of this metaphor she presents the story of her fluctuating fears and hopes as a journey in which the idea of the ‘milestone’ becomes an organising principle for making more manageable a confused and messy period of parenting – not simply as something in her mind, but as a device informing her way of coping and guiding her actions [ll.11-15]. This image helped her to set yearly targets to serve as a survival measure in the face of her constant dread: “the phone call’s going to be that that was it, she’d gone – that she’d, she’d taken an overdose, accident”, [ll.16-17].

The word ‘milestone’ to denote a stage in a child’s development is commonly used by childcare professionals. This professional metaphor has been both adopted and adapted by R to demonstrate that her revised developmental goals for her wayward child show her still to be a concerned and committed parent. This reformulation of the professional metaphor, we suggest, is indicative of a more general feature of this excerpt , and indeed, of the whole interview. R is constructing a narrative which reflects her struggle to come to terms with the reality of bringing up her daughter; a reality which showed her experience to be at odds with the ‘official narrative’ which formed the basis of her initial hopes. 
”At the individual level, people make sense of their lives through the stories that are available to them, and they attempt to fit their lives into the available stories … [But i]f the available narrative is limiting, destructive, or at odds with actual life, people’s lives end up being limited and textually disenfranchised” (Richardson, 1990:26). 

We suggest that R’s telling of her ‘alternative’ narrative, in effect, is an act of resistance to this condition of being “limited and textually disenfranchised”.    

We propose that here R is telling an alternative story to the implied ‘official cultural narrative’ (Richardson, 1990:24) to help her make sense of her experience as an adoptive parent.  One view holds that the adoptive family is a family ‘created’ by the local state, and, by submitting itself to a range of assessment procedures and approval processes, the ‘approved’ family, in the eyes of the adoption agency, becomes the repository of the ‘desired’ adoption narrative.  This traditional, professional, ‘front of house’ discourse might be expressed as follows: 
‘A stable and loving home provided by adoptive parents will result in the adopted children having a ‘fresh start’ and the opportunity to grow up normally – having been provided with a secure foundation for life. Ultimately, the hope is that for most adoptive families any problems will be of a type and degree which are experienced in ‘properly functioning’ natural families. In the majority of placements, any difficulties in the child’s behaviour should be ironed out with help from the adoption agency before the adoption order is made, so that the adoption agency can withdraw and the ‘public’ family can complete the transition to the ‘normal, private’ family, unencumbered by intrusion and support from public agencies’ (see PIU, 2000; Dfes, 2005).

We suggest that R’s desire for ‘normality’ [ll. 3-10] is not only an expression of her individual hopes, but also of an external cultural discourse, of which the professional adoption paradigm is a part. 

From line 10 onwards it seems clear that an adoption narrative that equates the adoptive family’s childrearing experience with that of the procreational family no longer ‘works’ for R.  Her family’s reality does not fit with the original narrative.  This adoptive mother is driven to construct another narrative that is divergent (and later in the interview, deviant) from the official adoption narrative. The rest of the extract provides evidence for R’s shift to a narrative that “deviates from standard cultural plots … and legitimates replotting (her) own life” (Richardson, 1991:26). 

The plotting of this alternative narrative constitutes a further major theme in this excerpt: R’s struggle to make intellectual and moral sense of a long, deeply puzzling and profoundly troubling sequence of life events. R has an evident need to understand why what has happened did happen: why what had been anticipated to be a ‘normal’ progress from infancy to young adulthood was abruptly ruptured by her daughter’s “kicking off” in her early teens, with the resulting huge disappointment of R’s hopes for her daughter and for her own relationship with her daughter (“You can’t also think that you’ll have a daughter-mother relationship the normal way with grown children” [ll.43-44]). Initially, it may seem that R accepts the ’genetic inheritance’ explanation which was offered by her brother. “ ‘You plant an acorn, you get an oak-tree, right?’ “ [l.32] – with its comforting message that, while “ ‘you might be able to do a bit of that’ “ [l.33] - that is, you might be able to modify the raw material to some extent. However, ultimately, what you can do to change nature is pretty limited: “ ‘in the end, you get what you get and that’s it’ “ [ll.33-34].

However, the question which immediately follows this emphatic reported statement - “And, really, that - that’s quite true, isn’t it?” [l.34] - suggests that R may not be as convinced by this explanation as at first she seems to be. That is, while this could be a straightforward statement of acceptance of her brother’s assertion, there are two features which suggest that R’s stance towards this argument is more one of ambiguity than it is one of conviction. First, the repetition “that-that’s” may signal that R is not fully convinced by her brother’s words, this slight hesitation towards the end of an otherwise ‘bullish’ statement being a request for reassurance from her audience. Second, the fact that the final sentence of this statement is a question is also ambiguous in its implications. While it could be no more than a rhetorical device which is there to persuade the audience that the genetic explanation is completely satisfying, it could equally be another indicator of R’s unsatisfied need for certainty and, thus, of her continuing need for reassurance.  It could also signal that her quest for alternative explanations is not over. 

This same question – “And, really, that-that’s quite true, isn’t it?” – also helps us, the audience, to gain some understanding of the moral dimension of R’s struggle to understand. That is, if R can convince herself that her daughter’s behaviour has a genetic origin, she will be better able to accept that there was nothing that she could have done to prevent what did happen from happening. In consequence, she need not feel that she is guilty of any dereliction of love or duty: she has established a bond with her daughter which, despite everything that has happened, would seem to be enduring: “I don’t think we’ll ever lose her” [l.46]. However, at the same time, the question may indicate a need for reassurance on the matter of moral responsibility: if genetic inheritance does not provide a complete explanation of her daughter’s aberrant behaviour, R may yet hold herself responsible for errors of commission and of omission in her parenting, and thus deserving of some blame for her daughter’s actions.

Up to line 50, R’s narrative describes the progressive downward adjustment of her initial hopes for her daughter, together with the accompanying feelings of fear and disappointment. It is difficult to find any suggestion of self-blaming in this part of the text which ends with a very strong assertion of R’s continuing commitment to her daughter: “she’ll always be in my life – I’m quite committed about that [ll.45-46]. However, from this point on, the excerpt evidently becomes morally and emotionally ambiguous and, for the first time, a clear note of protest is heard: “you get angry – I think this is the biggest – I always feel we are – having to accept whatever they do because – given the way they are becau- - we, we can’t change it” [ll.50-52]. We hear expressed here R’s resentment at feeling helpless in this situation and may infer from this overt declaration of feelings that her commitment to her daughter is one of love mixed with duty and responsibility voluntarily assumed. We suggest, too, that, in depersonalising her daughter at this point, via the repeated use of ‘they’, R sees her, briefly, as the deviant which outsiders see. This suggests, in turn, that despite R’s evident love for and commitment to her daughter, she is at times also ‘Other’ to her (Hall, 1997:22).

This momentary objectifying of her daughter invites a further interpretation regarding the nature of R’s resentment at the way things have turned out. There is a sense that R feels that she has ended up with a state of affairs that is neither of her own making, nor wholly of her daughter’s. She has had to ‘accept’ the outcome of a situation set up by others (the adoption agency) who, as she sees it, have left her family to cope alone with the consequences of the disturbed behaviour of her adopted child. The notion of her daughter as ‘Other’ implies that R has a sense of her difficult adopted child not being her sole responsibility but also that of society’s professional representatives. Thus, R feels resentment towards powerful outsiders who have abandoned her, and, at the same time, experiences resentment towards the daughter that makes her daily life such a struggle. 

However, although R is describing a relationship which is much reduced when compared with the one which she initially envisaged, and although this relationship confronts her with recurring moral dilemmas, she is concerned to present it to herself and to her audience as being well worthwhile even in its existing form – “I don’t want to say second best _ I don’t see it as second best” (ll.54). But, once again, her word choice signals the complex moral and intellectual ambiguity of her response to her daughter’s behaviour. 

One final and important point can be made concerning R’s efforts to understand the profoundly troubling and perplexing situation with which she struggles in this excerpt. First, neither in this excerpt nor in the interview as a whole, does she arrive at an explanation which satisfies her: her understanding remains incomplete and characterised by uncertainties, contradictions and ambiguities despite the fact that her account tells a story and “the telling of stories is a way of making sense” (Salzer-Mőrling, in Grant et al, 1998:116). But, just as “narrative is the primary way through which humans organise their experiences into temporally meaningful episodes” (Richardson, 1990:21), so the need to give meaning to our lives and to make sense out of our experiences will not be denied even in the face of a continuing failure to succeed in this. “People struggle with sense, while accepting some degree of confusion and absence of sense … [indeed, even] non-sense is not a failure of the sense-making process. It is a part of it, it is a categorisation that permits sense to be made, even of ‘non-sense’ “ (Wallemarq and Sims, in Grant et al, 1998:129). The extract presented here shows R’s continuing attempts to find a narrative that makes sense to her in the context of an official narrative paradigm which clearly does not portray the lived reality of her family life (see Parker in Fox & Prilleltensky, 1997:289).

Relevance for social work practice

Beginning the final chapter of his book, Strong observes that “A fairly standard and not unreasonable response to a detailed sociological description of some small segment of the world is, ‘so what’?” (1979:183),  a question which may well occur here to those who work in adoption and fostering or in other areas of     social work. In this short final section, therefore, we present some reasons why an interpretative approach to analysing narrative material has relevance for social work practice in general and for work with adoptive families in particular. 

We suggest that there are some important implications for the practice of relationship-based social work with adoptive families who are in need of support. Parton and O’Byrne state that “meaning and understanding are matters of negotiation between the participants in conversation and thus the understanding and use of language is … central to the helping process” (Parton & O’Byrne, 2000: 13). We think that the narrative approach to “meaning and understanding” is a potent way to promote “the understanding of and use of language” and should, thereby, contribute to the development of a “constructive social work”, both in its theory and its practice. However, the purpose of such a grounding in the narrative approach would not be to produce skilled analysts of narrative, but ones who could better recognize and value the power, richness and complexity of ‘ordinary’ language. 

Paying attention to the tone and substance of the stories told by adoptive parents (and adopted children) can be a fundamental part of ‘relationship-based’ social work (Ward, 2002) centred on ‘radical listening’ (Clough and Nutbrown, 2002).  Listening to narratives can encourage a frame of mind in the practitioner that is receptive to the distinctiveness and resilience of this person and their family, thus avoiding the tendency, even pressure, to categorise a family’s problems into pre-selected agency classifications.  Further, a concentrated focus on users’ narratives and language can cultivate a critically reflective approach where the practitioner is alert to the “situated subjectivity” of their understanding of the user’s story.  That is, the meaning and interpretation (assessment) of a person’s story is not fixed but context-dependent and subject to diverse interpretations (Fook, 2002:13,68).

Specifically, we suggest that some points arising from the above analysis of R’s narrative have direct relevance for social work with adoptive families. Evidently, R is not the only adoptive parent who has embarked on this journey of self-discovery as a parent of someone else’s child, attempting to understand and come to terms with the ‘strange’ behaviour of a child with a different internalised family culture. While our account shows R’s process of making sense of her experience as a parent is unique, there are many points of connection that practitioners can draw on in hypothesizing the journeys that other adopters are navigating.

First, a social worker attuned to language, and engaged in radical listening, would be perceptive in recognising how important a parent’s presentation of herself as a competent parent is to her identity, self respect and capacity to persevere in stressful circumstances.  The sense of being a competent parent is fragile. This sense needs to be nurtured and respected in order to give the parent some feeling of validation and confidence to continue with the arduous daily struggle of bringing up an angry and distressed child. 

Second, being aware of the significance to a parent of the need to construct a ’deviant’ narrative in opposition to the professionally sanctioned account of the ‘successful’ adoptive placement, can enable the adoption support social worker to be more aware of the need to facilitate collective support arrangements with other parents having similar narrative experiences. The tendency still persists for struggling families to remain isolated from one another and only be encouraged to seek professionally-sanctioned solutions.

Third, an interpretivist approach would readily accept the idea that adoption support includes, among other things, the capacity to tolerate and work with a parent’s expressed ambiguity, rejection (of the child, as well as of the professional), anger, and self-contradiction, all of which are part of the necessary working through and making sense of difficult experiences.  Words may be used by the parent that, taken out of context, may seem extreme. If these ways of expressing her experiences are accepted, the parent may feel that if negative parts of herself can be tolerated by others, then maybe she is more able to tolerate herself and the situation (see Boston and Szur, 1983).

Fourth, R’s articulate story also reminds us that the process of attempting to make sense of our lives involves creating narratives that are partial, varied, in tension, and often contradictory. The relevance for social workers is that radical listening entails paying attention to the way people construct and replot the narratives of their past experiences. Changing one’s story and being inconsistent should not be regarded as signs of incompetence; rather this can be respected as part of the process of reflecting on past experience and understanding it in different ways at different times (see p.16). We need to accept this as the norm and work with inherently messy, complex and ambiguous situations (Ruch, 2002).

Fifth, social workers should never underestimate the positive impact of emotional containment created by devoting time and paying attention to a person telling their story. The narrator who experiences their words being listened to is likely also to experience being taken seriously. They are less likely to feel dismissed, diminished and their view of the world discounted. This is important if one is to maximize the prospects for working alongside a parent to shape a caring environment for the child; that is, to sustain the placement and enable the carer to persevere with the task. 
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